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More speculative or theoretical and quite unmathematical in nature, the classical Latin materials that offered astronomical information and doctrines tested the wits of early medieval investigators in quite different ways than did the problems of the other traditions. Among these Roman astronomical works-the writings of Aratus (in translation), Pliny the Elder, Calcidius, Macrobius, and Martianus Capella were predominant-the translation of and commentary upon Plato's Timaeus by Calcidius has received the least attention by modern students of early medieval astronomy. Yet the work of Calcidius, especially his commentary, offers us a revealing field for the display of bold exploration, limits of comprehension, and successful innovation in medieval astronomical study more than half a century before the influx of Greco-Arabic works from ca. 1100 onward. Here I present examples of the boldness, the limits, and the successes from three manuscripts of Calcidius from the ninth to early eleventh centuries. 
A ninth-century scholar's astronomical compendium
The history of Platonism in the Middle Ages has long held an important position in medieval intellectual history with its focus upon Plato's Timaeus and medieval studies and uses of that text. An important study by Margaret Gibson pointed to the eleventh century as the beginning of intelligent work upon the Timaeus, referring to the earlier, ninth and tenth centuries as a time when it 'seems to have been a venerated curiosity rather than a work that men used and understood. No commentary on the Timaeus has survived from this period; nor any good evidence of independent criticism'. 2 More recently Rosamond McKitterick has shown the limitations of such a view in a thoughtful survey of the Timaeus in the scriptoria and libraries of the ninth century, concluding, 'Plato's work seems to have been part of the corpus of works recognized by the early Carolingians as concerning crucial knowledge'.
3 For Gibson the commentary by Calcidius was not a topic of concern at all, whereas McKitterick made some references to it and its diagrams. But as a subject of major, even primary, interest among early medieval readers the commentary by Calcidius has aroused no modern attention or study. Yet it was precisely the commentary which was more explicit, more elaborate, and more accessible in its treatment of certain chosen topics from the history of late ancient Platonism. Among these, astronomy is clearly a prime example. Calcidius's commentary provided, often with labeled diagrams, a useful, qualitative introduction to Hellenistic models for stellar and planetary motions along with comment upon their relevance to Plato's doctrines of cosmic and astronomical order.
The availability of Calcidius's translation and commentary in the Carolingian world would seem at first glance to have been spare. Only three manuscripts of Calcidius's translation with his commentary survive from the ninth century, and from the tenth century there are again only three copies of the complete work. 4 As McKitterick has shown, however, the history of the
